INTRODUCTION
In 1998, a report 1 into a dental school's new online course summarised learners' needs as:
• 'Personal support (counselling and mentoring)
• Academic support (advising and tutoring), and
• Materials support (coursework and equipment)
• All with feedback.' As its author remarked, 'as part of this programme goes "online" it is clear that a shift -a change -in the type and mode of support will need to be effectively implemented. ' 1 Support of this type is not just for the course alone, but also needs to be at a macro level from the parent institution. This infers a cultural shift within a traditional teaching establish ment so that e-learning is embraced as core to its teaching culture. 2 
FACING UP TO ONLINE
The advent of ICT has led to a debate as to whether support is best delivered face-to-face, or whether online tutoring should be the norm. In the 'sage-on-the stage' model, the emphasis is on impart ing knowledge and ideas mixed with a certain amount of hand-holding. In the 'guide-on-the-side' scenario, the tuto rial role has to meet different demands. 3 As one authority points out: '[With] the discussion of students' attitudes to face-to-face tutorials, we are faced with conflicting evidence. On the one hand there is indisputable evidence of their value to many students, both as a learn ing medium and even more importantly as a motivator and a steer for keeping on track.' 4 Conversely, the same source also claims 'they [some students] are choosing flexibility over hand-holding and the convenience of online tutor ing over the multi-sensorial impact of face-to-face contact.' 4 The question then arises: 'Could this be an indication that the students who choose online courses in the future are spent due to technology raising 'student can be delivered in a more timely fash the pioneers of a new consumer-cenexpectations and the demands they made ion than waiting for a face-to-face ses tred approach?' 4 This theme that student expectations are changing is further expounded as 'the new breed of learner has neither the time nor the inclination for extended interaction and institu tionalised affiliations -rather, ease of access, quality of information and tai lorability of access are key concerns.' 4 In acknowledging this change in students' demands, the need for a new support paradigm is refl ected in the assertion that 'To be at its most effec tive, guidance and learner support should be tailored to meet the needs of each learner. The learner support service needs to be available at every stage of a student's career: at entry, during study, between courses and at the end of the study programme.' 
Tutor-lite or tutor-plight?
A 'tutor-lite' model has been outlined as one more suited to the online environ ment, and focuses on: Others see learner support as having a wider basis, covering 'everything from information and admission guidance prior to enrolment, through support for study at a distance, to support for aca demic progress.' 5 Despite the 'tutor-lite' model, it should not be thought that the tutor's life is becoming easier, for as Kirkup and Kir wood 6 have suggested, 'If there is one thing which researchers of online teach ing agree about it is that interacting with students in this medium is more time consuming than traditional campus lecture courses or print-based distance tutoring.' 4 Supporting this view is the recent finding that tutors were 'expend ing increased amounts of time responding to student queries and giving feedback to students on their assessed work.' 6 In addition, they found that the first of these activities caused an increase in the time from their tutors. ' Indeed, the online environment places greater and different burdens on tutors, for as a recent survey suggests, students 'count on the lecturers to be aware of the content of websites and to recommend them for their value as learning tools.' 7 At the same time, tutors are expected to be the early adopters and implementers of new educational technologies such as videoconferencing and to appear to be the 'experts' in such applications.
The question arises as to whether or not teachers have the necessary exper tise to fulfil this role. Finnish and UK studies of higher education and school teachers suggest that staff did not, at the time of the studies, have training in the specifics of integrating online tech niques into teaching. 8, 9 In the Finnish study, the majority of teachers 'felt that their own technical skills were not good enough for effective use of ICT in their education. 9 Even more frequently, school teachers expressed the view that they lacked the sufficient pedagogical exper tise to use ICT as a tool in their educa tion. They also claimed that there was not enough technical support at their disposal when they tried to apply ICT in their teaching.
There also seems to be variation between belief and practice, as another Finnish study found that '63% of teach ers agreed with the principle of using ICT as a tool for co-operative and col laborative learning, whereas only 22% had implemented it in practice.'
10

Problem or solution?
If technology is part of the problem it should also be seen as a major contribu tor to the solution, as it is a powerful and convenient communications chan nel between students and teachers and, as such, the access to help and advice. A positive view of this situation claims 'the application of ICTs will enable many of these [support] services to be deliv ered in different ways and in some cases services may be greatly enhanced and more accessible.' 11 Through these new facilities, such as email, the phone and computer confer encing, the required levels of support sion. This can be extremely valuable when dealing with personal problems, when a friendly voice on the telephone can provide immediate reassurance.
The typical uses of ICT for support purposes, as found by a recent study, 7 are shown in Table 1 . Asked to rate the usefulness of five methods of student contact (telephone, post, email, confer encing, face-to-face), respondents' fi rst choice was email (76% rating it 'very useful'), followed by face-to-face (75%), and telephone (62%), thus illustrating the impact the more basic forms of ICT are already having. Admittedly this study was performed at an institution that only offers distance learning courses, but it is instructive that a more traditional uni versity has developed a range of online student services which can be accessed by all students, whether they are cam pus-based, studying by traditional dis tance learning education, or online.
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TECHNICAL SUPPORT
We should not underestimate the stress that a 'technological meltdown' can cause to students. Commenting on a case study of students' attitudes to a web-based course, the authors said 'Dur ing interviews, some students reported frustration with technological problems and the absence of personnel to provide technical support.' 12 There is obviously a need for technical support, as students have indicated that there was not enough technical support or resources available to enable them to make full use of technology in sup port of their learning. 8 In the distance and e-learning environment, support, in relation to ICT, involves three categories. These are: 1) Assistance with using standard ICT systems and software such as PCs and the Office Suite; accessing and navigating the Internet; and fault identification and resolution 2) Help and advice with systems and Table 1 Common uses of ICT for support purposes applications are probably well-under stood, but as has already been suggested, software more specific to distance and e-learning (or indeed to a par ticular course), such as videocon ferencing (Fig. 1) , which may be less familiar to users 3) Dealing with the web as a resource for study and learning.
Teachers and students alike must be able to use ICT systems and services to at least a competent level. For this to hap pen, they, in turn, must have confi dence in the reliability of the equipment and systems that they are using. As previ ously stated, in the event of a technical failure they should be able to call upon prompt support and assistance to rectify any faults. 'The technology should be reliable and robust in handling and main tenance with technical support available to keep it operational at all times.' 13 Given that modern ICT hardware is gen erally reliable and supported by suppli ers through helpdesks and maintenance contracts, we could be lulled into a false sense of security. Evidence from a report on a helpdesk for students showed that between February 2004 and February 2005, the desk received 1,600 calls. 14 The most frequent type concerned hardware queries (25%), followed by email prob lems, difficulties with anti-virus systems, and then general software problems.
The performance of the hardware may well not be the critical factor, given the plethora of ICT applications avail able. Using them to their full potential is probably more important, despite the assumption that the modern generation of students is au fait with technology and needs little further instruction. There have to be strong reservations about this assumption, even in the developed world, let alone in the less developed world, while it may be that mature stu dents, some returning to studying after some years, may not be as techno-liter ate as their more youthful counterparts.
The types of applications involved have also to be considered, as they are not necessarily those with which users are familiar. Results from one study have shown 'widespread use of common IT applications such as PC and email.' By the same token, there was little use of online teaching and learning aids such as whiteboards. 9 From such observations it can be surmised that the basic ICT there is a difference between 'offi ce software and subject-based software,' and it is likely that only a few students have encountered a virtual learning environment (VLE). 15 There is also the fact that e-learn ing introduces a new element -the web. Despite its apparent ubiquity, the web is a relatively recent phenomenon whose contribution to education is in its infancy. In this context it is worth noting the following observation from a recent netskills survey:
7 'Whilst the majority may have the necessary skills for using the web for recreational purposes, the idea of accessing this virtual setting for learning emerges as a crucial issue.' 7 This despite the fact that over 65% of respondents to the survey claimed they had used the web for more than three years! The survey's observation is sup ported by the comment that 'Students are actively involved in arranging their sports and social activities, but not their learning environments!' 7 These mixed outcomes are further highlighted by a study involving post graduate students at a dental institute. 16 As more mature students, this group might be perceived as less likely to have the basic IT skills. Nevertheless, the results of the study indicated that their abilities in this respect had probably been underestimated. The study con cluded that 'computers are now ubiqui tous for the postgraduate dental student in that 100% of this sample of gradu ates owned their own computers' and 'graduates reported high levels of gen eral confidence with computer use and considerable levels of CSCFU [computer skill, comfort and frequency of use] in relation to word processing, email and internet usage.' 16 The results were less positive for more complicated tasks such as the use of spreadsheets, presentation packages and dental management soft ware, more especially amongst the over 30s. However, the authors felt that over all the respondents were 'well equipped to take full advantage of web-based teaching methods.' 16 Thus, there is a need to understand that using the web is more complex than simply logging on to read emails. 
Activity
Percentage of respondents
Feedback commenting on assignments 41
Student records, letters to students, tutorial handouts etc 81
Email/computer conferencing contact with students 65
The netskills survey 7 concluded that the web is a valuable learning resource. Table 2 Most requested topic for web use in studies 'Students are obviously aware of the aca demic potential of the material found on the web, but they are unsure of their skills to fully exploit it.' 7 A further observation from this study was: 'The results revealed that certain students at times become "overwhelmed" by the "chaotic online environment" and feel strongly that they could benefit from some form of formal instruction in specifi c areas… especially using search engines effectively.' 7 To overcome this, 'students have high expectations as to the amount of support and help they wish to receive from staff members,' seeing the web as a 'whole new learning experience, which would facili tate an active and interactive communi cation between them and their teachers and which could centralise the informa tion they need for a module [learning resources, module outline, past papers, class schedule, online tutorials]. ' 7 This comment is supported by research into students' reactions to a purely online ethics course that showed one of its perceived shortcomings was that stu dents liked to have a tutor at hand to answer questions. 17 It does seem that the most important type of support needed by students is concerned more with realising the full potential educational value that can arise from the use of ICT, rather than instruc tion on how to use the equipment. As shown in Table 2 , netskills (defi ned as 'the appropriate skills for online learn ing') was the most commonly requested topic in a recent study. 7 This study also indicated the vital role played by teach ers: 'They [students] count on lecturers to be aware of the content of websites and to recommend them for their value as learning tools.' 7 The study concluded that 'the key to successfully acquiring the necessary net skills will depend on the actions and atti tudes of teaching staff, with the proposed technological solution becoming clear and obvious to the point of invisibility, taking a secondary role.' 7 It revealed the issue of training as an important skill that must be acquired in order to exploit the web as a learning tool. Many stu dents expressed the need for some kind of introductory course, at the beginning of their studies, which could help them foster and develop the necessary skills when working in an online environment for students (Fig. 2) .
THE RESPONSE
The need for help has been recognised.
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Examples of how some institutions are addressing the problem include: 1. A general response: the development of a student toolkit to address the perceived need for generic learning skills material. At least two of the models are available online 18 2. Specific to dental students at one London dental school:
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• an IT helpdesk with online reporting and available through college library networks
• an introductory session for undergraduates on the use of the virtual learning environment (VLE) for a course on ethics
• recommended websites include http://www.vts.intute.ac.uk/he/ tutorial/medic for help in using the Internet
• for postgraduates studying, mainly via distance learning, for an MClinDent degree there is a helpdesk and a series of email support addresses are provided for both pastoral and academic support
• a study guide, distributed at the beginning of the first year of studies, which explains the use of three different course ele ments -CD-ROM, the web and print -and the structure of the course units.
Additionally the dental school also recommends a number of relevant web sites to help students in the use of the Internet. There is no doubt that such initiatives will increase as e-learning and the web become more pervasive and It can be concluded that support for students and teachers is a multifaceted subject and is obviously a crucial part of learning and studying. The use of ICT can facilitate this and add to the student experience. However, this new technol ogy and, in particular, the advent of the web, has added to the stresses and strains of the support process. On a more positive note, ICT is providing a more flexible and rewarding methodology that meets newer, more liberating stu dent needs. Support should be at both the macro and micro levels and should be provided or organised by the par ent institution as well as by individual teachers/tutors. It may be perceived that e-learning is dependent on government policies and market forces, but academi cally led e-learning can ensure success ful outcomes for all those involved.
